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“A Love Letter to MVUUC”                                 Rev. Lynn Kerr 

March 13, 2016 

   

Reading “The Diary of a Country Priest”  (Excerpt) Georges Bernanos      

This passage is from a book that was written in 1935 by a young priest from France.  He 

describes his daily life, doubts, and triumphs as he attends to his flock.  The following is from 

just after he arrives at this new parish. 

“What have I done?  Monks suffer for souls; our pain is on behalf of souls.  This thought came 

to me yesterday evening and remained all night long beside my bed, a guardian angel.   

Just three months to the day since my appointment…this morning I prayed hard for my 

parish, my poor parish, my first and perhaps my last…my parish!  The words cant even be 

spoken without a kind of soaring love…but as of yet, the idea behind them is so confused…if 

only the good god would open my eyes and unseal my ears, so that I might behold the face 

of my parish and hear its voice.  Probably that is asking far too much…one day goes by, and 

then the next…how empty they seem!  I just get to the end of my day’s work, but I always 

put off till tomorrow the carrying out of the little plan I had in my head.  Obviously I lack 

method.   

And I spend so much time out on the road…yet this parish looks so small on the map!...when 

I think how it takes a teacher well into the second term to get to know a class of thirty or forty 

children of the same age and type, brought up and educated alike—even then he won’t 

always understand each one separately…I feel that my life, all the sap of my life, will flow to 

waste in sand…a teacher can always consult a headmaster, whereas I--…’suffer on behalf 

of others.’ I whispered this comforting thought to myself all night, but my angel did not 

return.” 

 

************ 

 

Do you know what will happen today after our final hymn?  The folks who didn’t set their 

clocks ahead will arrive. 

I can say that here and you laugh, and we all relax.  It wouldn’t be appropriate in all 

churches, not even in every UU congregation.  Being able to be irreverent, make jokes, 

make mistakes, and just be myself is one of many reasons that I like it here.  Actually, I love it 

here.   

Next year, I’ll have been in the ministry for 20 years.  I’ve had the great fortune to have 

worked with UU churches all over the country. I was called to some, an intern, or a consulting 

minister with some.  In some churches I was visiting for a weekend to give a workshop, just 

there to preach as fill-in on a Sunday, or a visit from out of town. They have been urban, 

suburban, and rural with memberships from 30 to 1000.  Most of know that all UU 

congregations are different and even individual services are as well.  We are always quick to 
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point that out to visitors.  “Today’s not ‘normal’ service.”  I’ve mentioned that before.  I’ve 

been here almost 6 years and I am still trying to figure out what pour normal services look like!   

But people do find that they might like a style, atmosphere, or even the programs of one 

congregation over another.  When I was in seminary in California, I did some church 

shopping myself.  There, we had a great advantage because there are so many to choose 

from.  I started at a little fellowship where I was guest preacher.  After the 3rd time someone 

passed just three feet in front of me in their bare feet to get coffee as I preached, I decided 

it was just a little too casual for me.   

One of the larger churches wag gorgeous, offered interesting programs, and lots of young 

people, but featured a co-ministry and the couple preached as a pair and it was not to my 

liking.  Another church had a fantastic social action program in the heart of a city, but too 

much interpretive dance for my taste.  I’m not kidding! Another was a good fit but too far 

away. I finally joined one in San Francisco my last year of seminary, even though parking was 

a nightmare and the train schedule on Sundays from Berkeley wasn’t great.  In the end, they 

ordained me and were about to call me as one of their ministers when I took a position in 

Boston at the Unitarian Universalist Association.   

Why was it so difficult to choose? First, in seminary, students are looked upon as free labor so 

we can be a little picky and when you are in an area where there are so many diverse 

congregations, its nice to sample them.  

Sometimes, we were even asked to observe particular aspects of services for class 

assignments.   Once we are in the job market though, a lot of new ministers feel that any 

church that takes an interest in us should be seriously considered. I found out years later that 

ministers should be a bit more discriminating for their own health and that of the 

congregation.  

Of course, congregations have personalities and ministers do too an they must fit, but in 

terms of how ministers are treated, one would think that in due to the compassionate and 

caring nature of UUism, any church would be fair, generous, and loving.  Unfortunately, 

that’s not always the case.  It turns out UUs are just as human as everyone else. Not all 

religious people act like religious people.  

Let me tell you about a group of religious people and how they treated one another. A UU 

minister, Scott Alexander, has a friend whose family can be traced back to 17th century 

French Huguenots, a Protestant Reformation sect whose members, like other religious 

minorities, were persecuted by the established church. Those that were not killed, were 

finally forced to flee France.  They crammed themselves into a tiny boat and had to row 

across the choppy and treacherous English Channel to safety.  As they rowed toward their 

new life, it became, “painfully clear that there were just too many people in the small craft.”   

Unless they eased the load, the boat would sink and all would perish.  

Rev. Scott finishes the story, “What did the group do? Draw lots and throw the losers 

overboard? Set upon the defenseless sick, young, and elderly and toss them to a watery 

death? Decide who were the least productive members of the community and force them 

out of the boat? I suppose they could have decided on any of these ‘rational’ courses of 

action. But these beleaguered Huguenots did something else, something far nobler.  
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“Without any wailing or whining, the people in the boat decided they would take turns—

several at a time—swimming alongside the craft. For the many hours of the crossing, as 

swimmers tired, others would quietly, willingly take their place in the numbing waters. And 

thus it was that the small boat and everyone who had sought refuge in it survived the 

treacherous crossing.” 

That group, being moral, committed to one another, and realizing they were a community 

of love, chose to all take their turns and suffer a little so that all might live and prosper.   

I would like to believe that many of us would take the same course of action. Most UU’s are 

apt to look out for the whole community and treat everyone equally.  But I have come 

across folks who would not hesitate to draw straws and throw the short draws overboard.    

I have witnessed congregations with financial issues let staff go before looking at any other 

option or what’s best for the community.   Congregations have asked ministers and staff to 

take pay cuts and reduce benefits rather than each member just giving a few dollars more 

each year.  One of our largest churches with plenty of resources allowed me only 6 weeks of 

maternity leave and with no pay!  I’ve seen people encouraged to leave their leadership 

positions when they point out growing edges in the church.  People have been forced out of 

congregations who call for positive change when they seek to shake up the status quo.  In 

some congregations, change is sacrilege.  There’s even a joke that UU churches in general 

tend to attract misfits – that’s putting it mildly.  I have found this not to be true---always.  

What I want you to hear today is why this congregation stands out as one of the best, and 

why I am confident that we would never draw straws!  First, first impressions.  In some 

congregations, when you visit, you have to stay a while to get a feel for who they are.   

In others, you figure it out within a few minutes.  Here, visitors know what we are about pretty 

quickly.  That’s an advantage, as long as who you are and what is important to you is worth 

sharing.  In our case, it is.   I often talk to people who have visited other churches and then 

come here.  I do not exaggerate when I tell you that people say we are warm, friendly, 

inviting and they just have a good feeling about us.  I feel that too.  Our own members who 

have visited other UU churches have also experienced how different we are!  One couple 

told me that they very strategically held the “visitor cup,” stood at the greeting table and 

looked as lost as possible and still no one spoke to them!  

Second, Inclusion.  I was recently working with another congregation and a committee was 

forming and several individuals were concerned how fair the process would be, believing 

only popular church members would be chosen. I thought I was back in grade school!  

Cliques, movers and shakers, and those in charge of congregations who let no one in do not 

make for a healthy church. At MVUUC, we do our best to get newer people involved and 

into leadership positions (heck, sometimes we beg) – that’s a joke- sort of!  Here, no one 

complains about someone ruling the roost, taking things over or having too much power.  

You all get along- do you have any idea what a gift that is?   

Thirdly, Growth.  We have all worked hard to make this a thriving congregation.  A lot of it 

has to do with your energy, enthusiasm, positive attitude, and willingness to pitch in 

whenever needed.   Don’t believe it?  Just last week, a membership committee from a 

congregation twice our size asked if I would meet with them to talk about our rapid growth 

and how we attract young adults.  One thing I’ll have to say is, our choir! 
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All this is to say we are doing something right.  And what’s not to love? I recently went for a 

haircut and when I slumped in the chair, my stylist, a UU from another church, asked, “Rough 

Week?”  “Yup.” I said” “Church, huh?” She asked. “Oh, no, not at all,” I answered  “That’s 

the one thing that going great!  It’s the rest of my life!”  And that’s the truth.  I’ve mentioned 

to several of you that I am happy here and maybe you’ve thought that that’s what ministers 

say to their congregations.  Maybe you thought I’m not supposed to say I’m unhappy. When 

have you ever known me to be quiet?   

Here’s the thing.  One of the reasons I help other UU congregations find new ministers is that I 

believe that really good matches are possible because I am in one.  There are ministers and 

congregations that are just good for each other.  They fill each other’s needs and capitalize 

on one another’s skills.    

So, these have been just a few reasons why I love it here.  But, there’s more. 

I love this congregation because I know you welcome anyone who walks in the door.  I am 

never afraid that a visitor will be standing alone with no one to talk to. 

I love this congregation because we have potlucks every month.  

I love this congregation because when someone sees something wrong they will make sure it 

gets fixed.  

I love this congregation because people share their joys and concerns.  

I love this congregation because when your minister needs care, you treat her as well as any 

other member of the congregation – and that’s top notch!   

I love this congregation because we have circle dinners and its ok to crash them.   

I love this congregation because we laugh, a lot. 

I love this congregation because I can be completely myself up here and you still like me. 

I love this congregation because when someone asks for help, there is no question that 

they’ll get it. 

I love this congregation because you care about the issues in the surrounding community. 

I love this congregation because you want to matter in the world. 

I love this congregation because when the parents of our college students visit they thank 

me for being a surrogate mom. 

I love this congregation because you are not petty. 

I love this congregation because you have dreams for the future. 

I love this congregation because when I am down and out, you pick up the slack. 

I love this congregation because you care about our children. 

I love this congregation because you love the young adults.   
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I love this congregation because we are a learning congregation and we hire students and 

interns.   

I love this congregation because we always give the benefit of the doubt. 

I love this congregation because of the work and support on marriage equality. 

I love this congregation because you support my work in the community and in the 

denomination. 

I love this congregation because I have never once doubted your love and affection for my 

family and me.  That is priceless and I couldn’t ask for more. 

Most of all, I love this congregation for one very important and special gift you give.  It is the 

same one Ralph Waldo Emerson gave to his daughter when she was young.*   

You see, he asked his daughter what she wanted for her birthday.  A doll, a tea set, a pony? 

She wrinkled her nose at each.  She said she wanted it to be really special so she wanted to 

think about it. She thought of chocolate, dresses, hats, and books, but none of them was 

what she wanted.  Her father asked her everyday if she had decided yet.  She told him she 

was still thinking.  After several days, she told him she had decided and she would put it in 

the form of a riddle.   

You cannot buy it, for it is worth all the money you have, but only you can give it." 

When Ellen’s birthday came her father had no wrapped present for her. Her father asked her 

to come and sit with him and he said, "My present to you is very special. It is not a book, or a 

toy, or clothes, but instead it is a present that is for all seasons and for each day.  It’s not 

something you can buy, for it is worth all the money you have, but only you can give it. It 

took me a long time to figure out the answer, but I did figure it out.  The gift of myself.  You 

teach me more than any book I’ve ever read or written. By giving you time, I will gain more 

than I give."    

And that, MVUUC, is what I love most about you.  Thank you.  

*Based on “Give Yourself” written by Denise Tracy 


